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How, or if, fem inism  relates to the class 
struggle is an issue in both the w om en’s 
movement and in left po litics generally. Views 
are wide ranging and varied and some in both 
fie lds argue fo r separatist politics. There are 
fem inists who reject any form  of co-operation 
or action w ith male dom inated structures or 
movements, and sections of the left who claim  
that fem inism  splits the class and has noth ing 
to do w ith class politics. Some of the latter 
work in the w om en’s movement w ith the aim of 
“ converting women to revolutionary p o lit ics ” .
The fact that w orking class organisations - 
the unions and po litica l parties - and the ir 
actions are predom inantly male oriented helps 
to obscure some of the issues involved.
There is little  argum ent about the fact that 
real differences between the sexes do exist, 
though what they are and when and how they 
arose is contentious.
One of the earliest m arxist con tribu tions  on 
th is question was Engels’ “ The O rig in o f the
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Family, Private Property and the State” . It was 
a m ajor con tribu tion  when sex differences 
were still regarded as prim arily  b io log ica l and 
natural. He showed that environm ent and 
production were s ign ifican t factors in the 
emergence and developm ent o f the fam ily and 
in determ ining the d is tribu tion  of power 
between the sexes.
Yet Engels’ view that “ The firs t class 
a n ta g o n ism  w h ich  ap p e a rs  in h is to ry  
coincides w ith the developm ent o f the 
antagonism between man and wom an” is not 
supported by a great deal of evidence from 
what is now known about human history.
Much of the h istory of how  the human race 
evolved is still h idden so there is no 
uncontestable theory as to how and why the 
differences between the sexes arose. While 
environm ental and econom ic factors are 
obviously s ign ifican t there is much missing 
evidence and many variations. This puts all 
th e o r ie s  a b o u t th e  o r ig in s  o f sex  
differentia tion in to the area of speculation.
However, we do know from  the study of 
contem porary pre-literate societies that sex 
d is c r im in a t io n  d id  e x is t p r io r  to  the  
developm ent of classes. This shows that there 
was no inevitable link between d iscrim ination 
based on sex and the emergence of econom ic 
class. It is therefore reasonable to conclude 
th a t the  rem ova l o f c lasses  w il l  no t 
autom atica lly eradicate sex d iscrim ination.
One of the lim iting  factors in many of the 
studies made of women's position in pre­
literate societies is that much o f the w ork was 
carried out by male scientists w ith exp lic it and 
unconscious male biases. This resulted in 
studies where the evidence about women was 
gathered, not from  the women themselves, but 
from the men in the tribe concerned. Yet even 
some of these studies show that many of these 
women were far from  being equal. The 
fo l lo w in g  e x tra c t fro m  Our Prim itive  
Contemporaries by G.P. M urdoch, Professor 
o f A n thropo logy at Yale University, 1934, 
about the Eskimo people illustrates this:
“Among the polar Eskimos the status of 
woman is not high. She must observe rigid 
taboos during m enstruation and she is 
de fin ite ly  subordinate to her husband, though 
she is not devoid of rights. T he re  is on ly  one 
thing in which the woman is not allowed any 
voice whatever and that is in sexual matters. 
Her husband can lend her to a friend fo ra  night 
o r longer w ithout considering her wishes in 
the slightest, indeed w ithou t even consulting 
her, but she is severely condem ned if she gives
herself to another man w ithout perm ission’.
“ A husband  o fte n  d isp la ys  s ig n s  o f 
tenderness towards his wife.... On other 
occasions, however, he treats her w ith what we 
should call bru ta lity, fo r the alleged reason 
that, ‘if a ffection is to be kept alive, the woman 
must feel tha t the man is s trong’.”
S im ilar cond itions exist fo r women among 
other food gathering peoples. (See Woman, 
Culture and Society, published 1974 by 
Stanford University). This type of socie ty pre­
dates econom ic class, a lthough the social 
position of women even then is clearly 
connected to her position in production and as 
a bearer of ch ildren.
There are many variations in the way the 
division of labor based on sex operates in pre­
literate societies, but generally speaking the 
higher status is accorded to the work of the 
Tnale, even though the same work may be 
designated to the female in another society 
(see Sex, Gender and Society by A. Oakley).
It is evident that in some pre-literate 
societies, at least, there existed a double 
sexual standard, whereby women were 
regarded as the ir husband’s property to be lent 
o r passed on to o ther men. There also existed 
many form s of social denigration o f women 
during m enstruation as well as other taboos 
and rituals w hich effective ly excluded women 
from the arenas of power. Male councils, 
ceremonies, taboos are the dom inant culture 
and ritual is connected w ith econom ic and 
po litica l activity.
There is, however, evidence of a female sub­
cu ltu re  - of w om en’s cerem onies and dances 
and, in some instances, open hos tility  and 
rid icu le  of the male. I n some societies there is a 
specific ‘ritual of rebe llion ’ in which women 
assume the roles of men and express the ir 
rebellion in the form  o f abuse and obscene 
remarks and gestures. A form of activ ity  not 
otherw ise perm issible fo r women. This could 
be regarded as latent fem inism - the first 
ten* 't'-'e re ject’^ns of d iscrim inations based 
on sex. How th is awareness and resistance 
developed through the ages has m ainly been 
hidden or m isinterpreted. “ Most opin ions 
com ing down to  us from the past are those of 
v ictors” . (Not in God’s Image, by O ’Faolain 
and Martines). In th is contest the w orking 
classes and women, on a double score, 
suffered the most.
Marxists, too, have found it d ifficu lt to 
interpret the fem in ist movement and in the 
past have largely failed to recognise its
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significance, even though it has never been 
acceptable to the establishm ent and many 
courageous and m ilitan t women have been 
persecuted and suppressed.
T h e  B r i t is h  s u f f r a g e t te  m o v e m e n t 
developed into a m ilitan t mass movement of 
women w hich took the lives of at least fo u r of 
them. Over a seem ingly simple struggle fo r law 
reform  to a llow  women to vote, the British 
establishm ent unleashed severe repression 
and vio lence against those women, who came 
to total tens of thousands and included larger 
numbers of m ill workers. The death to ll 
included tw o women who were in jured by 
police in a dem onstration, one who died as the 
result o f forced-feed ing in ja il and ano therw ho 
threw herself in fron t o f the k ing ’s horse at 
Epsom . M any m ore  w ere in ju re d  in 
dem onstrations and in jail. If m ilitancy and 
courage were the crite ria  fo r revolution, then 
the suffragettes had little  to learn from anyone. 
A lthough in itia lly  peaceful, the resistance to 
the ir demands, the arrests and forced-feeding 
of many women evoked a m ilitan t guerrilla  
type response w hich included arson, the 
destruction of mails, mass smashings of 
w indow s and bom bings. Hundreds of women 
were arrested and were so bruta lly treated in 
prison that had not the First W orld War 
intervened, many more would have lost the ir 
lives.
The reasons fo r  such  a m ove m e n t 
disappearing w ith the outbreak of war, or 
fa iling to develop po litica lly , lies not on ly  in the 
lim ita tions of the movement itself, but also in 
the po litica l opportun ism  and econom ic 
determ inism  of social dem ocracy of the day.
“ Feminism in th is period was diffuse, 
inchoate and contrad ic to ry. It was not a c learly 
worked ou t ideology, but was rather a 
rebellion against the norms of bourgeois 
V ictorian fem in in ity . It extended into every 
area of cu ltu ra l life and it had an in ternational 
im p a c t. T he  ne w ly  e m e rg in g  s o c ia lis t 
organisations were no exception. Their 
response to the fem in ist movement was varied 
and com plex. They had no universally held 
position on e ither the ‘woman question ' o r on 
the fem in ist movement and the reaction to the 
la tte r was so m e w h a t d if fe re n t fro m  a 
theoretica l analysis of the orig ins of w om en’s 
oppression. Formal com m itm ent to the 
em ancipation of women was one th ing. A 
practica l and personal response to fem inism  
as an autonom ous movement was another.” 
(Hidden from History by S. Rowbotham ).
The responses in the left ranged from  
attem pts to  integrate the right to vote in to the
concept of total com m itm ent to  the class 
struggle, to argum ents tha t “ W oman’s place is 
in the home .... once the means of production 
were conquered and contro lled  by the people 
woman w ould be restored to  her true sphere.” 
By and large, the heritage o f th is  and the years 
after the Fir?t W orld War was to make fem inism 
a d irty  word in the com m unist movement - a 
concept which persists today among some on 
the left - and to make fem inists very suspicious 
of class politics.
Yet class po litics explain one part of today’s 
reality and fem inism  another. The problem  is 
to find the ways to integrate the struggle on 
bo th  these  fro n ts  w ith o u t the  ‘w om an 
question ' being buried at the bottom .
Though capita lism  has in tensified class, sex 
and race oppression it has perhaps also 
produced the cond itions which make it 
possible fo r women to develop in a new way 
the ir double-fronted struggle. The demands 
fo r an end to the division of labor based on sex, 
fo r women to contro l the ir own bodies and 
take back contro l in the area of reproduction 
are no longer issues relevant on ly to a small 
num ber of women. The developm ent of the pill 
and safe abortion and the in troduction  of 
m odern  te c h n o lo g y  in p ro d u c t io n  has 
dram atically changed the way of life and the 
potential fo r all women.
To some fem inists the u ltim ate answer to all 
problems is a type of fem in is t Shangri La. with 
not a single male in sight. To others it is a 
r e v o lu t io n  w a g e d  by  w o m e n  a lo n e , 
presum ably fo r the good of all. For many 
women who have suffered some o f the worst 
effects of sexism these so lu tions may be 
tem pting. But the m ajority  o f women are 
unable to separate themselves from  the total 
social problem of the human race, and there 
are times when other form s of oppression 
press on them harder than sexism.
A woman who spends e igh t hours a day at a 
factory bench and several more in the service 
of a fam ily, the Black wom an whose work 
opportun ities are at the very bottom  of the 
a lre a d y  r e s t r ic te d  ra n g e  o f fe m a le  
occupations, the woman w ho left school at 14 
as her parents did before her, and at 18 is a wife 
and m o th e rtry in g to  keep a fam ily on unskilled 
man’s wage, may understandably have some 
d ifficu lty  in deciding w hether her oppression 
is due to class, race, or sex. But, on the other 
hand, such women w ill not necessarily seethe 
econom ic problem as the prim ary one.
Surveys and discussions have shown that
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industria l w orking women are often more 
concerned about having to do the housework 
when they knock off, or having to shop in the ir 
lunch hour, o r having to assume main 
responsib ility fo r the fam ily  than they are 
about pay and work cond itions. N or do 
economics, fo r example in fla tion, affect 
women and men in exactly the same way. A 
wom an’s right to  a job is tenuous under 
capitalism  - her righ t to  w ork is not even 
universally accepted by the union movement. 
A woman w orker’s wage usually is already less 
than fo r a man. So that a class response to 
in f la t io n  m ust take  a c c o u n t o f these  
differences. O therw ise w hat are regarded as 
“class" slogans, e.g. w orkers ’ contro l and jobs 
fo r all are seen by many wom en (and men) as 
meaning ‘‘male w orkers ’ co n tro l” , “ defence of 
male workers’ jobs” , “ w ork fo r all men” , and 
not directed at the problem s o f women. This 
isolates women and sp lits the class more 
effectively than any fem in is t demands.
A woman on the fac tory  floo r knows that if 
she wants to im prove her w ork ing  conditions 
she has to find the ways to  unite w ith her male 
workmates to fig h t the boss - even though the 
same male workers may un ite  w ith the boss 
under other cond itions to lim it the w om an’s 
work opportun ities or to prove that he needs 
her job  more than she does.
The only so lu tion fo r tha t woman is to be 
able to figh t on two fronts. Yet in practice th is 
is extremely d ifficu lt as some recent industria l 
experiences show. It is a lm ost im possible fo r 
women to sustain opposition  to sexism in 
industries where they also rely on those men 
fo r support in struggles against the boss.
There are lu lls in all strugg les and times 
when forces w ithdraw  to regain breath and 
figh t again: but to  figh t sexism women need 
som ething more than the existing male 
dom inated class organisations.
To enable them to figh t on tw o fron ts they 
require an autonom ous wom en's movement 
capable of g iving theoretica l and practical 
assistance in all aspects of the ir work and life.
This means a fem in ist movement w hich 
recognises that po litica l activism  outside the 
fem in ist m ovem ent is not only valid but 
essential. It means giving practical assistance 
to the women who w ork in male dom inated 
organisations, po litica l parties, unions and job 
organisations to  help build  fem in is t groups in 
these organisations, to  develop the activ ity  of 
women and to help women inside and outside 
such organisations to exchange experiences. 
It means w ork ing  out p rio rities in the w om en’s 
movement which take into account the 
particu lar d ifficu lties  of industria l women 
workers, and women who have ch ild ren  and 
are em ployed and /o r housewives. It means 
developing ideas on what happens to women 
after they have come to w om en’s shelters, 
w om en’s houses, o r health centres.
For women w orking in m ale-oriented 
movements and organisations, it involves 
recognising and strugg ling aga instthe  danger 
of subm erging the interests of women fo r the 
"good of a ll". Partic ipation in, preservation 
and bu ild ing o f the autonom ous w om en’s 
movement is a vital com ponent of th is 
struggle.
A w om en’s movement which aspires to unite 
all women w ho stand fo r a radically d ifferent 
society and the liberation of women, is 
essential to  preserve fo r women the righ t to be 
the architects of the ir own liberation and to 
develop w om en’s confidence and ab ilities in a 
supportive and fem inist environm ent. It can 
ensure that the struggle against sexism is an 
integral part of the socia list revolution.
With close to 40 per cent of the Austra lian 
work force women, the presence of such a 
movement in the work force and unions is 
v ita lly  im p o r ta n t fo r  th o se  w h o  seek 
revolutionary change In an era when women 
are becom ing more and more conscious of 
their rights as women, any class organisation 
which does not con fron t sex'sm both in its 
practice and in the attitudes of its members 
jeopardises the unity of the class. Marxists 
have a particu la r responsib ility  in th is respect.
